(2008), Molfese and her colleagues (2011) , and Puranik and Lonigan (2012a) found moderate concurrent associations between name writing, letter knowledge, and phonological skills in different studies with preschool children who are at risk of school failure. Recent research with Dutch prekindergarten children (Both-de Vries & Bus, 2010) also suggests that children's sensitivity to letter sounds (particularly the sound of the first letter in one's own name) is promoted by name writing. We note, however, that writing one's name using letters may also reflect rote learning and memory skills; knowing how to write one's own name using letters does not necessarily require knowledge of those letters' names (Drouin & Harmon, 2009 ).
Diamond and her colleagues found that low-income prekindergarten children who used letters when writing their names not only knew more letters but they learned letter names at a faster rate during the prekindergarten year than children who did not write letters. In contrast, although Molfese and her colleagues found concurrent associations between preschool children's name writing and growth in letter and sound knowledge, they found no predictive association from children's name writing to subsequent growth in letter knowledge. Thus, studies with children without disabilities (Bloodgood, 1999; Both-de Vries & Bus, 2010) , children who are at risk Molfese et al., 2011) , and children with oral language impairments (Puranik & Lonigan, 2012a) provide substantial evidence of concurrent links between young children's competence writing their names and other code-related early literacy skills. However, the extent to which name writing is related to growth in children's knowledge of letters and sounds differs across studies.
Children's writing has typically been evaluated along a continuum from drawing and scribbling to writing the first name accurately, although the writing elements that are scored vary across studies Molfese et al., 2011; Welsch et al., 2003) . While the highest score in all of these schemes is given to children who write their first name correctly, the challenge of writing one's first name can be quite variable. Graham, Weintraub, and Berninger (2001) have found that some letters are more difficult to write than others, and that many early elementary age children have consistent difficulty in writing a few specific letters (q, z, u, n, g, y, k, j) . In addition, some children's names are short, consisting of only two to four letters (e.g., Mia, TJ, José), while others (e.g., Aaliyah, Isabella, Jeremiah) are much longer and provide many more opportunities for error (e.g., omitting or reversing the order of letters). Thus, one might expect to find that children with shorter names are more successful in their writing attempts than children with longer names. Yet, because name letters are a source of letters in children's early writing (Tolchinsky, 2006) , children with longer names and names with more letters may be advantaged relative to others, because they are likely to learn more letters as they practice writing their names. Finally, because writing reflects children's understanding of the use of print for communicating information, children who use only letters in their name writing may be demonstrating a more sophisticated understanding of print, even if their name is written with missing or poorly formed letters. Puranik and Lonigan (2012b) provided some evidence for the importance of proficient name writing among preschool children. In their study with 4-and 5-year-olds, they found that it was the proficiency with which children wrote their names, independent of name length, that was associated with other early literacy (decoding) skills. To address questions about advantages that may be associated with children's use of only letters when writing their name, we used a continuous score measure of name writing and a dichotomous variable that coded a child's use of letters only in their writing, in our study of relations between children's name writing and other early literacy skills.
In summary, early writing skills have been significantly and positively associated with skills such as letter-name and letter-sound knowledge that are important for learning to read. These associations have been reported in studies with preschool children without disabilities (Both-de Vries & Bus, 2010) , children with language impairments (Cabell, Justice, Zucker, & McGinty, 2009; Puranik & Lonigan, 2012a) , and children at risk of school failure Molfese et al., 2011) . Knowing letter names has been causally linked to letter-sound learning (Piasta & Wagner, 2010) , and children's learning of letter names and letter-sound associations may be promoted by name writing (Both-de Vries & Bus, 2010) . There is more limited and conflicting evidence of links between children's name writing and rate of growth on code-related tasks such as those assessing knowledge of letters and letter sounds.
The Current Study
In this study, we begin by examining concurrent associations between prekindergarten children's name writing, letter-name knowledge, and early reading-related skills in a group of children who are at risk of early school failure. Because Diamond and her colleagues (2008) and Molfese and her colleagues (2011) found substantial positive correlations between children's use of writing conventions (e.g., horizontal and linear orientation, case) and the sophistication with which they wrote the letters in their name, we focus solely on children's writing of name letters and not on writing conventions.
We examine predictive associations between prekindergarten children's developing ability to write their own names and their knowledge of letters and sounds across the prekindergarten year and into the spring of kindergarten. These analyses reflect the suggestion of several investigators (e.g., Bloodgood, 1999; Both-de Vries & Bus, 2010; Clay, 2001 ) that writing, particularly writing one's own first name, provides an important introduction to letters and their sounds. To the extent that children's use of only letters in their writing is associated with other early literacy skills, this may serve as another indicator of children's early literacy development that is easily accessible to teachers.
We use data on children's name writing, knowledge of letters, and word decoding skills to address the following hypotheses regarding children's writing and development of coderelated literacy skills:
1. There will be significant positive associations between children's name writing during prekindergarten and their knowledge of letter names and sounds in prekindergarten and kindergarten. 2. Children who use only letters in writing their name by the end of prekindergarten will have (a) higher rates of growth on letter knowledge and word decoding skills from prekindergarten to kindergarten and (b) higher scores on measures of letter knowledge and word decoding skills by the end of kindergarten than children whose name writing contains nonletters.
Based on results from previous research (e.g., Cabell et al., 2009; Puranik & Lonigan, 2012a) , we expect that while children with identified disabilities will have lower mean scores on measures of their literacy skills, the overall pattern of association between children's early writing, letter, and sound knowledge will be similar for children with identified disabilities and their peers who are at risk of school failure.
Method Participants
Participants were 502 children enrolled in 82 Head Start, state-funded prekindergarten, or local child care classrooms serving children at risk of school failure in California, Indiana, Kansas, Maryland, and West Virginia. The number of participating children per classroom ranged from 2 to 11. These children were part of a larger study, Children's School Success (CSS; Odom et al., 2003) , and were enrolled in nonintervention (comparison group) classrooms. Data were collected from three cohorts of children in prekindergarten from fall 2005 to spring 2008. Children were followed from the fall of prekindergarten through the spring of kindergarten. Children were on average 54.27 months (SD = 4.06) of age in the fall of prekindergarten. There were slightly more boys (56%; n = 280) than girls (44%; n = 222). Parents/caregivers reported that 61% (n = 307) of children were White non-Hispanic, 10% (n = 52) were African American, 20% (n = 102) were Hispanic/Latino, and 8% (n = 39) were of mixed race or belonging to another race/ethnic group. Two parents did not report a race/ethnicity for their child. Parents' highest level of education ranged from no high school diploma/GED to a 4-year college degree or higher, with 18% (n = 92) of parents reporting no high school diploma/GED; 43% (n = 218) reporting having a high school diploma/GED but no college education; 21% (n = 107) reporting some college education, but no college degree; 6% (n = 30) reporting a 2-year college degree; and 7% (n = 36) reporting a 4-year college degree or higher. Nineteen parents did not report their highest level of education. Twenty percent of the children were learning English (almost all of these children spoke Spanish at home). Teachers reported that 16% of children had a disability that required an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). For the IEP classification, the majority of children were identified as having Developmental Delay (28.7%) or Speech/ Language Impairment (47.9%). Disability classification was not reported for 12.9% of children; other disability classifications, including autism spectrum disorder, hearing impairment, and learning disability, each represented less than 2% of children with an IEP. Children's mean scores on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-III (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) , administered at the beginning of the school year as part of the larger study, were 90.30 (SD = 18.43) for children without a disability and 84.78 (SD = 18.88) for children with an IEP. These scores were significantly different, F(1, 414) = 5.30, p < .05.
Procedures
Participants were recruited at the beginning of the school year. Researchers set up booths at Head Start screening days and prekindergarten open houses and were present in the child care centers at the end of the day when parents were picking up their children. After an explanation of the study, parents were given a questionnaire to complete if they agreed to participate. During the fall and spring of the prekindergarten year, children were assessed on a variety of emergent literacy skills, including name writing, letter knowledge, and word decoding. All assessments were completed in English, the language of all of the classrooms in this study. Children learning English and children with disabilities were administered assessments, but the assessment was discontinued if the child displayed difficulty in understanding sample items. A follow-up assessment was conducted during the spring of kindergarten in which children were assessed on letter-sound knowledge and word decoding. Assessments were conducted by research assistants used at each project site. Training for assessors was provided by project staff, following a standard protocol used across all sites.
Measures
Family demographics. Information on each family's background was obtained through the Family Information Survey (Odom et al., 2003) . This questionnaire contained 18 items, including those related to parent's education level, child's age, gender, and ethnicity. Parents completed the questionnaire in the fall at the beginning of their child's prekindergarten year.
Name writing. Children were given a piece of blank paper and asked to write their first name. We collected children's name writing in prekindergarten only, because a majority of children had learned to write their first names by the time of the spring kindergarten assessment (which created ceiling problems for this measure). Each child's writing was coded using categories reflecting the sophistication of their writing skills. We credited readable letters that included common deviations from conventional forms (including letter reversals) as the intended letter. The eight writing categories (coded 1-8) include (a) refusal, (b) drawing as writing, (c) scribble writing, (d) letter-like shapes, (e) letters and letter-like shapes, (f) letters only (partial name such as "MRA" for "Mariah"), (g) all letters in name in incorrect order (e.g., "MAIARH" for "Mariah"), or (h) name spelled correctly. Coders were trained following a standard protocol that included multiple examples of children's writing for each coding category. Regular communication about scoring interpretations was conducted across sites to ensure consistency (Odom et al., 2013) .
In addition to coding children's name writing on a continuous scale, we coded it as a dichotomous variable, given the variability in the length of children names and name letters. This variable reflects children's use of letters only (i.e., a score of 6 or higher, coded 1) or their inclusion of nonletters (coded 0) in their name writing.
Letter knowledge. Children's letter knowledge was assessed through two tasks. The first task was the FACES QRC Letter Naming task (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration on Children, Youth and Families/Head Start Bureau, 2003) . Children were shown three plates, one at a time. Each plate had eight to nine uppercase letters on it (e.g., A, O, S, B, E, C, D, X). Children were asked to point to and name the letters they knew. The number of letters the child named correctly was used in the analyses. Scores range from 0 to 26. Because most children knew letter names at the assessment administered during the spring of the kindergarten year, this measure was used only during prekindergarten.
Letter knowledge was also assessed with the Woodcock-Johnson Letter-Word Identification subtest 1 (Woodcock-Johnson III Test of Achievement; Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001 ) in prekindergarten and in kindergarten. This measure provides an assessment of a child's ability to recognize letters and familiar words. The median test-retest reliability for this subtest is .91 for children 2 to 7 years old at the time of first assessment . Raw scores were used in the analyses.
Letter-sound knowledge (word decoding).
Word decoding was assessed with the WoodcockJohnson Word Attack subtest 13 in prekindergarten and in kindergarten. This measure provides an assessment of children's ability to use phonologic and orthographic knowledge to identify pseudowords. On this assessment, children are shown combinations of letters that follow standard phonologic and orthographic constraints in English and are asked to read the words aloud, sounding them out phonetically. The median reliability for this subtest is .87 for children 5 to 19 years old, with test-retest reliability being .79 for children 4 to 7 years old at the time of first assessment . Raw scores were used in the analyses (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics on all measures).
Results

Preliminary Analyses
Measures were examined to determine whether they met the assumptions of normality. Because scores on Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack skills were positively skewed, both variables were transformed. A positive square root transformation was used for Letter-Word Identification because it was moderately positively skewed. A positive log 10 transformation was used for Word Attack because it was substantially positively skewed (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) . Transformed scores were used in analyses, but raw scores are presented in tables and figures to make interpretation of results easier. The average child used letters and letter-like shapes in writing his or her name in the fall of prekindergarten, but wrote using only letters in the spring. In the fall of prekindergarten, 17% of children without a disability and 11% of children who had an IEP wrote their names correctly, while 45% of children without a disability and 33% of children who had an IEP wrote their names correctly in the spring. Using a different metric, 39% of children without disabilities and 29% of children with an IEP wrote their names using only letters in the fall of prekindergarten, and 65% of children without disabilities and 53% of children with an IEP did so in the spring. Also noteworthy is that few children refused to attempt to write ( Table 2 provides frequency distributions of writing performance for the entire sample).
Associations Among Name Writing and Knowledge of Letter Names and Sounds
Concurrent correlations between children's name writing scores and all emergent literacy outcomes were positive and significant. After controlling for age, children's name writing scores were significantly higher in the spring of prekindergarten than in the fall; children made substantial gains in their name writing skills, F(1, 491) = 22.49, p < .01, η 2 p = .04, over the course of the prekindergarten school year. Because others have found consistent associations between parents' education and children's academic and social competence at kindergarten entry (e.g., Burchinal et al., 2011; Hair, Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006), we examined the association between parents' education and children's outcomes. Parent education was related to all emergent literacy outcomes and is included as a control variable in subsequent analyses (see Table 3 ). We hypothesized that there would be significant positive associations between children's name writing during prekindergarten, their knowledge of letter names, and their knowledge of word decoding skills. We addressed this hypothesis using regression analyses; child age at the beginning of prekindergarten, parents' education level, disability status (1 = child has an IEP), child gender (1 = boy), and English Language Learner (ELL) status (1 = ELL) were included as control variables. In the fall of prekindergarten, children's name writing was significantly and concurrently related to their letter-name knowledge, Letter-Word Identification, and Word Attack skills. In addition, children's name writing scores in the fall were significantly associated with all of these skills assessed in the spring of prekindergarten. Name writing in the spring of prekindergarten was concurrently related to letter-name knowledge, Letter-Word Identification, and Word Attack skills; children's name writing in the spring of prekindergarten was also significantly associated with Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack skills a year later, in the following spring of kindergarten (see Tables 4 and 5 ).
Categorical Analyses With Name Writing
We hypothesized that children whose name writing included only letters by the end of prekindergarten would learn letter names and letter-sound associations in kindergarten more rapidly than children whose name writing did not include letters. We chose to focus on children's performance at the end of prekindergarten, because this performance reflects children's learning in prekindergarten and their skills at kindergarten entry. Children who wrote their names using some nonletters in the fall and spring of prekindergarten were categorized as "wrote using nonletters" (n = 143, including 32 children with an IEP; the "spring nonletters" group). A second group of children learned to write their first name using only letters during prekindergarten; these children were categorized as "used only letters by the end of prekindergarten" (n = 158, including 21 children with an IEP; the "spring letters only" group). Data from these two groups were used in the growth curve model analyses (n = 301) described below. A third group of children included those who wrote their name using letters only in the fall and the spring of prekindergarten (n = 164, including 19 children with an IEP; the "fall letters only" group).
We used ANOVA to compare these three groups across demographic variables. There were no group differences on parent education, F(2, 446) = 1.43, p = .36, η 2 p = .01; however, there were significant but small mean group differences on child age, F(2, 462) = 4.29, = .02. Post hoc comparisons using Tukey's honestly significant difference (HSD) test indicated mean group differences between children in the "spring nonletters" and "fall letters only" groups on child age, child gender, ELL, and disability. As a group, children who used only letters to write their names at the beginning of prekindergarten were more likely to be older, to be girls, and to speak English at home and less likely to have an identified disability. Mean group differences were also found between children in the "spring letters only" and "fall letters only" groups on child age and child gender. No significant mean group differences were found between children in the "spring nonletters" and "spring letters only" groups (see Table 6 ).
Growth Curve Analyses
We compared growth in letter knowledge and word decoding skills for children in the "spring nonletters" and "spring letters only" groups. This sample consisted of 301 children who were on average 53.72 months (SD = 4.28) of age in the fall of prekindergarten (65% boys). Demographic variables of race/ethnicity, parents' education level, ELL, and disability status were all similar to the distributions in the entire sample.
Because children were nested in classrooms, we examined the intraclass correlations for each of the outcome variables using a clustered observations model. We did this to determine whether we needed to include classroom-level variables in the models. Because between-classroom-level variance was small (i.e., 1% or less for Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack), classroom-level variables were not included in models.
To examine children's rate of growth in letter and letter-sound skills from the beginning of prekindergarten to the end of kindergarten, we used growth curve modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Singer & Willett, 2003) . This allowed us to model growth in the sample over time. As suggested by Singer and Willett (2003) , we first ran an unconditional means model to examine variance. Next we ran an unconditional growth model to examine the change trajectory by adding our time metric (weeks from the beginning of prekindergarten to the Note. There were no significant mean differences between "Spring nonletters" and "Spring letters only" groups. Gender is coded as boys = 1, ELL status is coded as ELL = 1, disability status is coded as 1 = child has an IEP. Letter-word ij is the predicted letter-word identification score for child i at time j. The intercept, π 0j , represents child i's letter-word identification score at time 0 (beginning of prekindergarten when the child was first tested). The slope, π 1i , is the rate of change and e ij is the error associated with child i at time j.
Next we added our child-level predictor, change in name writing (0 = spring nonletters, 1 = spring letters only). We included a cross-level interaction between time and change in writing to determine whether children who learned to write their name using letters only by the end of prekindergarten had a different growth trajectory than children who continued to use nonletters when writing their name at the end of prekindergarten. Parents' education level, child age at the beginning of prekindergarten, disability status, child gender, and ELL status were also included in the models as between-child covariates. All growth curve models were run in SAS software Version 9.1 using ProcMixed (SAS Institute Inc, 2008) .
We examined the growth trajectories for Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack skills from the beginning of prekindergarten (fall) to the end of kindergarten (spring). The growth trajectories for Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack were linear because the fixed effect estimates for the time metric were significant. Quadratic growth trajectories were tested, but the models failed to converge. For Letter-Word Identification, the fixed effect estimate for time was 0.03, which means that on average children increased 0.03 (0.14 raw score) points per week on Letter-Word Identification. For Word Attack, the fixed estimate for time was 0.01, which means that on average children gained 0.01 (0.04 raw score) points per week on Word Attack.
Finally, we compared growth in Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack skills for the child who did, or did not, write using only letters at the end of the prekindergarten year by adding an interaction term to the model. This interaction term was created by multiplying the grouping variable (0 = spring nonletters, 1 = spring letters only) by the time metric (weeks from the beginning of prekindergarten).
For Letter-Word Identification, the main effects for child name writing (dichotomous variable), parent's education level, child age at the beginning of prekindergarten, child gender, ELL status, and disability status were all significant. Furthermore, the interaction between child name writing and time was significant, indicating that the rate of growth on Letter-Word Identification is different for children in these two groups (see Tables 7 and 8) . A three-way interaction among child name writing, time, and disability status was tested to determine whether disability status changed children's rate of growth on Letter-Word Identification in each of the writing groups. The interaction term was not significant (B = .002, p = .27). Children, including children with disabilities, who learned to write their name using letters only by the end of prekindergarten had a steeper slope, indicating that these children made faster gains on Letter-Word Identification skills than children who used nonletters when writing their name (see Figure 1) . In terms of raw scores, children who used only letters in their name by the spring of preschool would be expected to gain 12.32 points on Letter-Word Identification from the fall of prekindergarten to the spring of kindergarten compared with 10.29 points for children who wrote their name using some nonletters at the end of prekindergarten after accounting for variance due to control variables.
For Word Attack, the main effects for parent education and ELL status were significant, but the main effect for child name writing was not. However, the interaction between child name writing and time was significant, indicating that the rate of growth on Word Attack is different for children who write their name using letters only by the end of prekindergarten compared with children who include nonletters when writing their name (see Tables 7  and 8) . A three-way interaction among child name writing, time, and disability status was tested to determine whether disability status changed children's rate of growth on Word Attack skills in each of the writing groups. As before, the three-way interaction term was not significant (B = .000, p = .82). Children who learned to write their name using letters only by the end of prekindergarten had a steeper slope, indicating these children made faster gains on Word Attack skills than children who used nonletters when writing their name (see Figure 2) . In terms of raw scores, children who used only letters in their name by the spring of preschool would be expected to gain 3.75 points on Word Attack from the fall of prekindergarten to the spring of kindergarten compared with 2.82 points for children who used nonletters in their name at the end of prekindergarten after accounting for variance due to control variables. Thus, the groups had different growth trajectories, with children who wrote using only letters by the end of prekindergarten having higher scores on Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack at the end of kindergarten than those who continued to include nonletters when writing their name at the end of prekindergarten.
While children who wrote their name using only letters by the end of prekindergarten had higher rates of change on Letter-Word Identification, ANOVAs revealed that these children had higher mean scores on Letter-Word Identification in the fall of prekindergarten than children who included nonletters in their name at the end of prekindergarten, F(1, 298) = 7.25, p = .01, η 2 p = .02. These groups were still significantly different by the spring of kindergarten, but the amount of variance accounted for was larger in kindergarten, F(1, 296) = 28.01, p < .01, η 2 p = .09, reflecting the differences in the slopes from the growth curve analyses. For Word Attack, the groups did not differ significantly in the fall of prekindergarten, F(1, 290) = 0.01, p = .91, η 2 p = .00, but there were significant group differences in the spring of kindergarten, F(1, 296) = 16.93, p < .01, η 2 p = .05. Finally, we conducted separate regression models to test the alternative hypothesis that differences in children's early reading skills in kindergarten could be accounted for by differences in early reading skills at the beginning of the prekindergarten year. This allowed us to examine the robustness of the growth curve analyses in which name writing was a predictor of letter knowledge and decoding in kindergarten. Performance on Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack scores at the fall of prekindergarten were entered in the first block along with covariates. In the second block we added the dichotomous change in name writing variable. In the model for letter knowledge, name writing was significantly and positively associated with kindergarten Letter-Word Identification scores (b = .33, β = .24, p < .01). Adding name writing to the model significantly accounted for an additional 5% unique variance in kindergarten Letter-Word Identification scores. In the model for decoding, name writing was significantly and positively associated with kindergarten Word Attack scores (b = .09, β = .22, p < .01). Adding name writing to the model significantly accounted for an additional 4% unique variance in kindergarten Word Attack scores.
Discussion
The results of our study provide evidence that children's early writing, particularly their developing ability to use letters when writing their own name, is associated with a number of other code-related emergent literacy skills. For children with disabilities and their peers who are at risk, use of letters only when writing their name, even if the name was not written entirely correctly, predicted growth of literacy skills related to letter and letter-sound knowledge in decoding and identifying words. These results are discussed in more detail below.
Children learned about letters and letter sounds during the prekindergarten year. The average child in this study left preschool knowing the names of 12 different letters, had learned the names of seven new letters, and was writing his or her name using letters only. Despite these gains, data from the Early Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten (West, Denton, & Reaney, 2001) indicate that a majority (65%) of the nation's children enter kindergarten knowing the names of all upper-and lower-case letters. As a group, the children in this study remain behind their peers in their knowledge of the alphabet, an important skill for learning to read.
We hypothesized that there would be concurrent associations between the early literacy skills of name writing, letter and letter-sound knowledge, and word decoding in prekindergarten. As expected, we found significant concurrent associations between children's name writing skills and code-related (letter and letter sound) skills in the fall and spring of the prekindergarten year. These findings are consistent with the results of other studies with low-income (e.g., Diamond et al., 2008; Molfese et al., 2011) and low-and middle-income (e.g., Drouin & Harmon, 2009 ) children, and children with language impairments (Cabell et al., 2009; Puranik & Lonigan, 2012a) . Although children who had an IEP had, on average, slightly lower levels of achievement than their peers who were at risk, the pattern of associations among variables was similar for all children.
Children's ability to write their name improved substantially during the prekindergarten school year. In the spring before entering kindergarten, about two thirds of children wrote their name using only letters and 45% of children wrote their name correctly, in contrast with the 17% of children who wrote their names correctly in the fall. The performance of the children in this study is similar to results reported by Puranik and Lonigan (2012a) , who found that 50% of a group of preschool children with identified oral language impairments wrote their first name correctly in the spring of the prekindergarten year. In the present study, 32% of children without disabilities and 47% of children with an IEP continued to write their name using at least some nonletters, and 11% of children without disabilities and 16% of children with an IEP used no letters in their name writing in the spring before entering kindergarten. To the extent that these writing skills are a reflection of these children's broader understanding of letters, these children enter kindergarten substantially behind their classmates in their acquisition of important foundational literacy skills (cf. Cabell et al., 2009; West et al., 2001) .
Writing that includes only letters is a reflection of children's developing understanding that letters are symbols that are associated with sounds and convey meaning (Treiman, Cohen, Mulqueeny, Kessler, & Schechtman, 2007) . We hypothesized that preschool children who learned to use only letters when writing their first name would demonstrate more growth in letter knowledge and early reading skills during the prekindergarten school year than children whose writing still included nonletters. This hypothesis was supported for children who did not have disabilities and for children who had an IEP: Children who learned to write their name using letters only had significantly steeper growth trajectories from the fall of prekindergarten to the spring of kindergarten on Letter-Word Identification and Word Attack skills than children who continued to use nonletters in writing their names during prekindergarten. Even after controlling for children's performance in the fall of prekindergarten, we found that learning to write one's name using only letters accounted for unique variance in early reading skills in kindergarten. These findings highlight the potential contributions of early writing to children's early reading and are consistent with the meta-analyses of the NELP (2008). We note, however, that these are correlational data and we cannot make causal claims regarding the influence of writing on early reading.
Writing using only letters is somewhat different from writing all of the letters in one's first name legibly (also a fine-motor skill) and in the correct order (which also requires memory skills). If learning to write one's name using letters promotes children's broader alphabetic knowledge, attention to letter-sound associations necessary for word decoding, and understanding of writing as a symbol system, it has important implications for teaching young children. Two separate random-assignment writing (invented spelling) intervention studies with kindergarten nonreaders examined the effects of providing writing experiences and adult guidance for children's early reading. Both studies showed evidence that providing children with individualized guidance about print, letters, and letter sounds as they write is an important component in promoting writing and early reading skills (Rieben et al., 2005; Sénéchal, Ouellette, Pagan, & Lever, 2012) . Exploring the associations between adult support for writing experiences and younger (preschool) children's developing early literacy skills is clearly an issue for further investigation.
Limitations
As in any study, there are limitations to our work. First, we asked children to write their first name but did not include any other writing tasks. We made the decision to include only name writing in the context of the length of time it took to administer other measures in the larger study. As a consequence, however, we were unable to examine more fully the associations between children's writing beyond name writing and their developing knowledge of letters and word decoding skills. There are few standardized assessments of prekindergarten children's letter knowledge, letter sound, word decoding, and other phonological skills, and there was a restricted range of scores on some of the measures we used (most notably, Word Attack skills in the fall of prekindergarten). This is an important limitation for studies focusing on prekindergarten children's developing decoding skills. Eighty (16%) of the children in this study sample had an IEP, and most of these children had eligibility classifications of Speech/Language Impairment or Developmental Delay. While this was a sufficient number that we were able to analyze in the early literacy development of children with an IEP separately from the larger group of children who were at risk, we did not have the power to complete more fine-grained analyses. Finally, we have not found an ideal approach to scoring children's name writing that addresses issues related to name length and the difficulty of writing some letters. As we noted earlier, children who are just learning to write their name and who have longer names and names that include difficult letters (cf. Graham et al., 2001) may be disadvantaged by a scoring system in which correct letter order and letter formation receives the highest score. We note, however, that Puranik and Lonigan (2012b) recently reported that the association between writing one's own name correctly and other early literacy skills was unrelated to the length of the child's name.
Implications for Practice
Early childhood teachers have been encouraged to promote young children's writing, and it is common to find writing materials and a writing center in an early childhood classroom Sandall & Schwartz, 2008) . Classroom activities that encourage children's writing experiments provide opportunities to practice using writing as a communication tool (as when a child takes an "order" at a "restaurant"). The results of this study suggest, in addition, that writing that calls attention to letters may provide a particularly valuable context within which children begin to learn about letters and sounds. Learning to write one's own name is of considerable interest to many children, and activities that encourage children to practice writing their first name are likely to be especially motivating. Name writing activities can provide an authentic context within which a teacher can talk with children individually about the names and sounds of the letters that a child is writing (e.g., "the first letter in Jamiyah is 'J'") and the direction of print (e.g., by pointing or saying "put the next letter here") as they support that child's writing efforts. As well, the results of this study suggest that what may be most important in promoting children's letter knowledge through writing is the attention and effort that a child gives to writing a particular, meaningful letter (such as name letters) rather than skills required for good letter formation. Finally, we encourage teachers to attend to children's use of letters in writing their names, as this may provide a window onto their developing understanding of letters, sounds, and print. When a child writes his or her name using nonletters, it may suggest the need for further intervention by a teacher to support the child's development of letter knowledge and writing skills. Such intervention might include child-focused instructional strategies, such as direct instruction and graduated guidance during a small-group writing activity, and embedded learning opportunities, such as providing name cards and calling attention to letters in the child's name as he or she signs up for a preferred activity (Sandall & Schwartz, 2008) .
Summary and Implications
In this study, we provide evidence that children's growing competence in writing their first name is associated with a growing understanding of letters and letter sounds. Other investigators have suggested that writing one's own name calls children's attention to the importance of letters, and the data we report here provide evidence that children who use only letters in their writing have steeper growth trajectories from prekindergarten to kindergarten on measures of code-related skills. Taken together, these results suggest that name writing, an activity that is of particular interest to many young children, may be a valuable tool for promoting children's early alphabetic skills. We suspect that name writing becomes especially valuable when adults talk about, and call children's attention to, letter names and letter sounds as they practice writing.
